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The Grasslands Conservation 
Council of British Columbia (GCC) 
became a society in August 1999 and a 
registered charity on December 21, 2001. 
We are dedicated to promoting education, 
conservation and stewardship of British 
Columbia’s grasslands in collaboration 
with our partners, a diverse group of 
organizations and individuals that includes 
government, range management specialists, 
ranchers, agrologists, ecologists, First 
Nations, land trusts, conservation groups, 
recreationists and grassland enthusiasts.

GCC MISSION: 
•  to foster greater understanding  

and appreciation for the ecological, social, 
economic and cultural importance of 
grasslands throughout BC;

•  to promote stewardship and sustainable 
management practices that will ensure 
long-term health of BC’s grasslands; and 

•  to promote the conservation of 
representative grassland ecosystems, 
species at risk and their habitats.
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are taking on a lot of the GCC work including 
finance and fundraising; stewardship, conservation 
and restoration; and community engagement, 
education outreach and communications.

GCC has a number of important partnerships, 
one being with the Friends of Lac du Bois 
and focusing on that grassland area. Another 
important partnership is with the Nicola Valley 
Round Table group managing the Laurie Guichon 
Memorial Grasslands Interpretive Site. GCC also 
has a close relationship with Thompson Rivers 
University, supporting grassland related research. 
As well, we support a lot of the work done  
by BC Cattlemen’s Association, just as they  
support us.

We thank all of our members and donors: your 
generous contributions keep our organization 
viable. The untiring work of all our directors, 
manager and bookkeeper cannot be taken for 
granted.

Going forward, our hope is to keep on with the 
work of protecting and improving the grasslands 
of BC for future generations to enjoy. This 
important ecosystem and the many species that 
depend on it need our continued support.

The real heavy lifting is done by the grasslands 
themselves and the people that manage them and 
keep them in good condition. With the sun as an 
energy source, the grasses and their associated 
microorganisms store a lot of carbon and provide 
us with stunning landscapes.

the lion’s share of producing our calendar and 
much appreciated magazine. I have received many 
compliments on the quality of the magazine. 
Agnes never let us relax on the invasive plant file, 
never allowing this major threat to the grasslands 
go unattended.

We were very fortunate to have Sunny 
LeBourdais, a member of Tk’emlúps te 
Secwẻpemc join our board, as she gives us an 
essential connection to the area First Nations. 
Joining Sunny is returning director Heather 
Richardson, the mastermind behind our enews. 
The board has been rounded out by the addition 
of Nancy Shackelford, professor at U. Vic, giving 
us a voice from the Gary Oak habitat, and Michael 
Keefer, from the East Kootenay grasslands.

We have struck a number of committees that 

The thing that hits home 
on my reflection of the 

past year on the grasslands 
is the sheer power of 
nature. We can do many 
things to steward the 
grasslands to more positive 
outcomes, but at the end 
of the day cyclical weather 

patterns—amplified undoubtedly by climate 
change—create forces beyond our control.

Grassland ecosystems depend on drought and 
occasional fire events for their existence, but the 
extremes that we have experienced in recent years 
are shocking in their magnitude. The flooding 
and erosion that occurs from water running off 
the hydrophobic soils that these hot fires create 
is equally alarming. For those managing the 
grasslands, the loss of infrastructure is a blow that 
will take time to resolve.

The work at the GCC continues to be managed 
by an extremely dedicated group of directors. 
Hallie MacDonald, our super-accomplished 
bookkeeper, is indispensable. Brad Arner moved 
on after a number of years as program manager, 
helping Karen Raven, our new manager, take over. 
Thank you, Brad, for your accomplished efforts. 
David Borth, Agnes Jackson and Greg Anderson 
moved on as directors. Thank you to all of you. 
Agnes put in eight years as a director, leaving 
huge shoes to fill. She also served as chair and did 
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BC GRASSLANDS4

“The real heavy lifting is done by the 
grasslands themselves, and the people 
that manage them and keep them in 
good condition. With the sun as an 
energy source, the grasses and their 
associated microorganisms store a lot 
of carbon and also provide us with 
stunning landscapes.” 



Grasslands are one of the most desirable biomes 
in the world for people to live and also one of 

the most threatened. Many grasslands are carefully 
stewarded and maintain rich biodiversity. Through 
their deep fibrous root system, native grasslands 
sequester and store carbon along with facilitating 
the capture, storage and safe release of water. These 
are highly productive ecosystems that are adapted to 
fire and other disturbances and provide a variety of 

cultural, social, and economic benefits to us. 
As they have for millennia, First Nations continue to steward grasslands.  

Stewardship also continues with the current ranching and NGO communities 
and government agencies. Much of the impact and loss we see in grasslands 
has occurred incrementally after the first rush of non-Indigenous people 
came to these lands. The combination of expanding population and the 
direct conversion of grasslands to other uses for agriculture, housing, 
industry, forestry and the intensification of these uses—as well as restrictions 
on natural processes such as fire—leads to fragmented and less resilient 
ecosystems that are less able to withstand the onslaught of multiple 
pressures, including invasive species. 

Add to these pressures the changing climate, making it even more critical 
that we focus on working together to conserve the existing grasslands we 
have and develop decision-making tools and partnerships to support these 

efforts. We especially need to continue to share why healthy grasslands 
are important and the critical role they play as an ecological regulator in a 
changing climate. Healthy grasslands sequester and store vast amounts of 
carbon in the soil, making these below ground carbon stores more resilient to 
losses from fire than those stored in aboveground vegetation.

BC’s grasslands are located in several areas throughout the province: from 
the far northern and interior plateaus to river valleys, from the Peace to the 
Kootenays, and from the Interior to coastal Vancouver Island oak meadows. 
This leads to a tremendous variety of biodiversity in these ecosystems across 
the province. The grassland areas near population centres, however, are more 
at risk of biodiversity loss from fragmentation due to conversion to other 
land uses, forest encroachment and invasive species. Creating awareness, 
collaborative action, and decision support tools for land managers and other 
decision makers will help minimize impacts to grasslands and allow them to 
provide the important ecosystems services wildlife depend on.

The Grasslands Conservation Council of BC (GCC) brings together people 
from a variety of backgrounds across the province to help facilitate the 
conservation and continued stewardship of grasslands. The ongoing support 
of our members, partners and funders has enabled the GCC to continue even 
in challenging times. We are better together and look forward to continuing 
this important work that benefits the land, the wildlife and the people that 
depend on them both.

Message from the Program Manager

BC Grasslands: Ecological Regulators in a Changing Climate
Karen Raven

BC landscape with wetland grasses
PHOTO: James Wheeler 

SPRING | SUMMER 2022 5



BC GRASSLANDS6

Summerland and the Farmland 
Advantage
Dave Zehnder

Mayor Toni Boot and Dave Zehnder from the Farmland Advantage program 
standing at the farm boundary where the 2017 fire was stopped.

PHOTO: Carol Zehnder 

In contrast, the low-lying grassland vegetation 
can provide a better opportunity for establishing 
those critical fire breaks, making a ground fire 
more manageable than a crown fire. 

As a rancher himself, Dave values the grasslands 
for the forage they produce but also understands 
their role in fire mitigation and habitat for wildlife. 
This awareness is what drove him to establish 
Farmland Advantage in 2008. It is also what 
brought him here to meet with the mayor today.

Toni told Dave what transpired in 2017 when 
the fire threatened her community. She said 
that when the fire came over the mountain it 
dropped down onto the ground and continued 
to move toward the town boundary. These 
grasslands have evolved over the millennia to 
accommodate this sort of fire spreading across 
the ground and regenerating the low growing 
plants found there as it burns. The fact that 
it was now predominantly a ground fire was 
very helpful to firefighters who are tasked with 
the increasingly difficult job of protecting BC 
communities from the onslaught of wildfires. 

The second stroke of luck was that the 
helicopter pilots who were mounting the aerial 
attack on the fires noticed something on the farm. 

farm. When healthy, it is characterized by the 
bunchgrasses and forbs that grow there with 
few, if any, trees widely interspersed. Healthy 
grasslands produce many benefits or ecosystem 
services to people and their communities. These 
benefits are varied and abundant including 
things like grass for grazing, fire protection for 
communities, and critical habitat for species at 
risk. As the mayor of her community, Toni has 
a particular interest in the fire protection piece 
and that is why she is meeting with Dave.

Dave is the founder of a program known as 
Farmland Advantage. It is a program that contracts 
farmers and ranchers to lead projects that protect 
and enhance the health of habitat so that it can 
produce benefits like fire protection–something 
that this community needed in 2017 when smoke 
and embers filled the sky in Garnet Valley. 

Fires that are burning in the tops of trees are 
known as crown fires and are almost impossible 
to stop in windy conditions. The trees act as 
torches, casting burning embers into the sky that 
leapfrog the fire in the direction of the prevailing 
wind at breakneck speed. This behaviour makes 
it very difficult for firefighters to put in place 
the fire guards required to contain a wildfire. 

It is a beautiful day at the Garnet Valley Ranch 
vineyards in the District of Summerland–it is hard 

to imagine the impending doom that threatened to 
wipe out the farm and head towards the town just 
a few years ago. Today, the Mayor of Summerland 
Toni Boot has come to the farm to meet with Dave 
Zehnder from the Farmland Advantage program. 
Toni provides Dave with some of the details of 
the fire and the role healthy grasslands and farm 
management played on that fateful day.

It was 2017, and like many summers since, the 
hot dry weather brought with it extreme fire 
events. The Finlay Creek Fire was raging as it 
flew over the mountains that surround the town 
and was bearing down on the community at a 
frightening speed. The helicopters were cycling 
as fast as they could to bring buckets of water 
from Garnet Lake several kilometers away. BC 
Wildfire ground crews were rushing toward a 
threatening fire scenario.

Summerland is surrounded by native grasslands 
and at the north end of the Garnet Valley where 
the farm is situated there is a particularly healthy 
example of this endangered ecosystem. Some 
of it is on the Crown land north of the farm and 
some of it is found within the footprint of the 



the Okanagan Valley, they interrupted this regime 
and since then trees have begun to encroach on 
some of the grasslands, shading out the grass 
plants and decreasing the health of the habitat.

Once the site was chosen and the farm 
owners agreed to participate in the program, 
an assessment was completed to determine the 
baseline health of the grasslands and to create a 
prescription to improve its health over the years.

After the assessment and prescription were 
completed, the farm was contracted to implement 
the prescribed measures and maintain them. The 
agreement defined what work would be done, 
where it was to be completed, and how long 
it would be maintained. In this process there is 
money provided for doing some of the prescribed 
work which, in this case, involved cutting down 
the excessive tree seedling and sapling ingrowth, 
and limbing up the larger trees. The limbing is to 
avoid having a future fire climb up the trunk of 
the tree by spreading from the lower branches to 
the top or crown. This helps to keep the fire from 
turning into the dreaded crown fire and make 
it easier to fight. The result of completing and 
maintaining this work is a healthier grassland and 
a more fire resilient community.

Conveniently located close to the fire front was an 
irrigation pond, something that would save them 
precious time. Up to that point, they had been 
cycling back several kilometers to Garnett Lake to 
scoop water in their buckets. The round trip was 
time consuming. By bucketing out of the irrigation 
pond they were able to cycle much faster. 

In fact, it was so fast that the firefighters were 
able to release one of the helicopters to deploy to 
another part of the fire, thereby saving precious 
resources. Another helpful element was the farm’s 
irrigation system. The wise farm owners had 
proactively plumbed the ends of their irrigation 
system to fire fighting fittings. This saved the 
ground crews crucial time when they pulled up 
to the farm; it saved them the arduous process of 
setting up water reservoirs to receive water from 
trucks and or helicopter buckets. Then they would 
have needed to set up pumps and string out long 
stretches of hose to get to the fire’s edge. Instead, 
they could simply plug into the existing system, 
start the irrigation pump and get to work. Toni 
said it was the combination of healthy grassland 
habitat and farm management—including 
the irrigation pond and the wisely plumbed 
irrigation equipment—that made the difference. 

“This could have ended differently,” said Toni, 
reflecting on the fire that levelled the community 
of Lytton in 2021. 

Farmland Advantage has been researching 
and developing a program model for the last 
15 years; in 2021 the Investment Agriculture 
Foundation took it on to run it as a program. 
With support from funders, including 
Environment and Climate Change Canada, the 
grasslands component was initiated. Garnet 
Valley Ranch (part of Summerland’s Okanagan 
Crush Pad holdings) was selected by the 
Farmland Advantage program because it was 
a farm on the edge of a community that had 
many grassland-dependent species at risk living 
there. It is well known that this habitat is critical 
to their survival–in fact, over 80% of Canada’s 
species at risk depend on grasslands. 

While the grasslands on this farm and on the 
adjacent Crown lands are, for the most part, 
healthy, there are some areas that are starting to 
experience forest ingrowth. Historically, in these 
fire-maintained ecosystems tree growth was 
limited because the frequent grass fires would 
essentially cook the small tree seedlings before 
they could get established. When settlers came to 
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Some of the work that was completed on the site to remove seedlings 
and saplings and limb up some of the larger trees.

PHOTO: Neil Campbell

An assessment plot established to capture important 
baseline data and help guide the prescription for the site.

PHOTO: Dave Zehnder



Walking on Two Legs and 
Grasslands Restoration
Sunny LeBourdais of the Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc 

Arrowleaf Balsamroot 
PHOTO:  Mandy Ross

by development 
activities such as 
urban development, 
agriculture, mining 
and exploration and 
recreational use. 
Development activities 
have resulted in the 
spread of noxious weeds, 
which further threaten 
the traditional plant species. As a result, it has already become difficult, if 
not impossible, to find undisturbed grasslands for Indigenous People. To 
transform and reverse this degradation it is imperative that we draw from 
both Western and Indigenous knowledge. We are at a pivotal moment with 
the opportunity to equally recognize, acknowledge, prioritize and respect 
foundational Indigenous jurisdiction, law, principles and teachings on the 
path to grasslands restoration.

The principle of ‘Walking on Two Legs’ is a recently-coined term which 
is informed and founded in Secwépemc ancestral tellings and principles, 
such as ‘Coyote and his Hosts’ and the ‘Skú7pecen [porcupine] Telling’. 
The ‘Walking on Two Legs’ concept can guide current and future practices 

G rasslands constitute an important and integral part of Secwepemcúlecw 
(Secwepemc Nation & Peoples territory). They are a component of 

an interconnected network of places and their associated beings whose 
stories are woven together through time. The Secwépemc People (people 
of the spread-out place) are Yucwmínmen (the caretakers) of one of the 
largest areas in the interior of British Columbia spanning over 180,000 
square kilometers. A vast variety of bio geoclimatic zones are represented 
throughout its ecosystems in watersheds of the Columbia River, North and 
South Thompson / Shuswap—a substantial portion of the mainstream Fraser 
River and its headwaters. This amazing landscape includes large tracts and 
well-known grasslands such the Lac du Bois grasslands near Kamloops and 
the Churn Creek grasslands west of Williams Lake. 

Grasslands have been and continue to be a major supplier of plants used 
by Indigenous People, including the Secwépemc, for traditional and cultural 
purposes, food, medicine, technology and spiritual practices. The grasslands 
pre-contact were one of the Secwépemc peoples’ primary early spring food 
sources. They were methodically managed and harvested much like a large 
Indigenous “garden” providing a regular and dependable source of roots, 
berries, medicines, etc. Secwépemc people maintained grassland areas by 
using controlled burning to prevent tree encroachment. Grasslands within 
Secwepemcúlecw, and in other Indigenous Nations, have been impacted 

“Grasslands have been and continue to  
be a major supplier of plants used 
by Indigenous People, including 
the Secwépemc, for traditional and 
cultural purposes, for food, medicine, 
technology, and spiritual practices.”

BC GRASSLANDS8



Grassland wildflowers
 PHOTO: Toni Boot

Bitterroot
 PHOTO: Toni Boot

“Secwẻpemc Ancestors told the foundation of reconciliation 
through the Story of Porcupine. In this story it is said that two 
People lived in conflict with one another. Their Chiefs were Elk and 
Swan. These people were interfering with each other’s business 
leading to difficulties in putting away food and living in peace. 
What one group did well the other group did poorly and because 
of this the people suffered and were pitiful. Coyote was sent as a 
messenger, but many times failed in the face of the deep snow and 
difficulty of the journey. It was Porcupine who brought the two 
People together and when the People humbled themselves and 
shared their knowledge, they were able to learn from one another 
and consequently lived in peace and prosperity.”
— QS-BC LoC https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/natural-resource-stewardship
 consulting-with-first-nations/agreements/secwepemc_g2g_loc_with_iea__signed.pdf

Story of Porcupine

Figure 1 - Schematic Walking on Two Legs and Ethical Space 
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with both the Indigenous ways of knowing and Western Science to 
collectively share values and principles to fill existing knowledge gaps. 
Implemented in a way that can be understood and utilized, this creates a 
respectful and ethical space. We know that when we connect our work to 
our ancestral knowledge, this sets us on an essential path needed to bring 
Secwepemcúlecw back to life.



Indigenous Management  
Practices Revitalize Western 
Canada’s Grasslands
Maya Frederickson
 

browsing pressures on the landscape. Rather 
than simply ‘living in harmony’ with nature, the 
Indigenous people of these landscapes were 
active participants in creating an ecosystem 
that worked for them, as well as for the 
animals and plants around them. Ignoring 
these important contributions of Indigenous 
people to healthy ecosystems has had cascading 
negative influences on the landscapes. These 
negative influences include dramatic shifts in 
vegetation composition, decreased fire resilience, 
less biodiversity, less soil nutrient turnover and 
increased susceptibility to disease and pests. 

Throughout British Columbia—from the 
grasslands to the Rockies to the boreal forest in 
the north—Indigenous people have used fire as 
one key manipulator of the landscape. Fire is a 
powerful tool that was used for a multitude of 
reasons. In the grasslands, one key use of fire 
was for hunting purposes. The fires that were 
set by people were usually lit in the fall or early 
winter because it encouraged quick re-growth 
of lush grasses and forbs in the spring, which 
would attract bison for hunting. For example, in 
spring, the Blackfoot would burn the understory 
of woods to protect themselves from larger 
summer fires. If the understory layer was burned 

W hen European colonizers arrived in North 
America in the 1700s and 1800s, they 

assumed the landscapes around them were 
completely natural. They thought the plentiful 
streams, diverse forests, and vast grasslands before 
them were entirely free from human influence. 
They did not understand the important role of the 
Indigenous people on the landscape—they were 
often incorrectly described as just a ‘small number’ 
of locals ‘living in harmony with nature’. 

When European colonizers began establishing 
governance structures and natural resource 
management practices, a key mandate was to 
‘protect’ nature from human influence. This 
meant, among other things, removing the 
Indigenous people who had been there for 
over 10,000 years in the name of preserving 
the ‘naturalness’ of the landscape, whether for 
recreation or resource exploitation. 

What the Europeans failed to understand was 
the landscape around them had been shaped by 
human influence over millennia. There are many 
key ecosystem functions that Indigenous people 
have historically played in ecosystems, ranging 
from digging for vegetables that resulted in 
soil turnover and increased plant diversity, to 
hunting practices that reduced grazing and 

off in early spring when temperatures were still 
cool and damp, there was little fuel available for 
large wildfires during the hot and dry summer.  
Fires were also used by Indigenous people on 
the Plains to keep open pastures, control the 
movement of bison herds, as a warfare tactic, 
and to warm grounds and melt frost in the spring 
to extend the growing season. 

Whatever the reasons, the fires that were 
set by Indigenous people were set carefully. 
Fires were only deliberately started when it 
was safe, typically in early spring or late fall 
when conditions kept the fire from getting 
out of control. Monitoring snow cover, ground 
moisture, and fuel loads were important to 
keeping fires manageable. This ubiquitous use 
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“Researchers and land managers 
are now realizing the importance of 
fires to healthy grasslands. There is a 
renewed interest in the traditional land 
management practiced by Indigenous 
people and ways these methods can 
help to restore and revitalize Western 
Canada’s grasslands.” 

A Yunesit’in Nation fire practitioner 
ignites and spreads dry grasses during a 

cultural burn in the spring of 2019. 
 PHOTO: Josh Neufeld, gatheringvoices.com



can help to restore and revitalize Western 
Canada’s grasslands. 

In order to re-incorporate these traditional 
burning methods into modern grasslands 
management, it is essential to first understand 
the extent, timing, and methods that were 
traditionally used to manage grasslands by 
Indigenous people. Interviews and ethnographic 
studies on this topic have been conducted, but 
after over 120 years of fire suppression laws 
and anti-Indigenous policies by the Canadian 
government, some of this knowledge has been 
lost. Traditional fire studies, such as those using 
tree rings or lake core sediment, are often not 
effective when studying Indigenous fire regimes. 
This is because the fires that were set by people 
were often local and low intensity, and unlikely 
to scar trees or leave enough ash to show up in 
sediment. There is a need for new methods that 
can help explore and explain these traditional 
burning methods to help with the incorporation 
into modern management techniques.

One unique method that is gaining popularity 
as a landscape ecology research method is repeat 
photography. At its core, repeat photography 
is returning to the site where a historical 
photograph was taken and taking it again, and 

of fire over millennia has led to ecosystems, such 
as grassland ecosystems, becoming reliant on 
regular fire. Since the 1900s, with the removal 
of Indigenous people from the landscape and 
the passing of laws that forbid any deliberate 
landscape burning and mandate that accidental 
fires must be put out (called “fire suppression 
laws”), our neighbouring province of Alberta has 
lost about 25% of its grasslands to an increase 
of forest cover. These patterns are similarly seen 
in the grassland ranges of British Columbia. 
Without regular fire to maintain grasslands and 
kill off tree seedlings, we have entered what 
some researchers call an “Epidemic of Trees”.

Losing grasslands is not just an issue of lost 
plant biodiversity; there are many animal species 
in Canada that rely on grasslands. Further, fire 
suppression has allowed the expansion and 
densification of forests which has contributed 
to the phenomenon of ‘mega wildfires,’—large, 
fast-spreading, intense wildfires that typically 
burn after years of fire suppression. 

Researchers and land managers are now 
realizing the importance of fires to healthy 
grasslands: there is a renewed interest in the 
traditional land management practiced by 
Indigenous people and ways these methods  

then comparing the images to see what has 
changed in the landscape. When conducted 
systematically, repeat photography can yield 
an abundance of information about landscape 
change, including information about historic 
fire regimes. Although vast sets of photographs 
can be difficult to work with, new techniques 
that are being developed by the Mountain 
Legacy Project are making it possible to yield 
quantitative data from repeat photography.  
With these new technologies, repeat 
photography can go beyond a qualitative study 
and become quantitative. 

Using artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, images can be classified by landcover 
type in under a minute. This can allow a 
researcher to create landcover masks of hundreds 
of images in just a few hours. With hundreds of 
historical images and repeats, these masks can 
be used to identify changes in landcover change 
over the past century. The Mountain Legacy 
Project has also developed georectification 
techniques that allow these landcover changes 
to be quantified. Instead of observing historical 
photo pairs and describing the changes that 
can be observed, researchers are now able to 
quantify changes in area units. Rather than 
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Sunset over the grasslands
 PHOTO: Dawid Zawila 



burning can be identified. These patterns, when 
combined with oral history and fire science, can 
inform modern land management practices. 
These insights, which were developed through 
the Mountain Legacy Project’s vast image 
collection and software suite, can be applied to 
other repeat photography studies. 

In recent research conducted through the 
Mountain Legacy Project, these new techniques, 
along with the identification of the spatial 
signatures of Indigenous burning, were 
used to explore change and traditional land 
management in Kananaskis Country, Alberta. 
It was found that this study area saw an 
increase in conifer coverage by over 20%, at the 

saying an area now looks more forested than it 
did a century ago, we can now say exactly how 
many more hectares of coniferous trees there 
are in the 21st century than the 20th. 

These methods can have more applications 
than just describing landcover change. The 
images, and the change they document, can 
be used to understand traditional landscape 
management techniques. For example, 
Indigenous burning can leave spatial signatures 
in images that can be interpreted by a trained 
eye. Through the knowledge of traditional 
habitation sites, identification of key markers 
of fire, and an understanding of the location 
of vegetation shifts, patterns about Indigenous 

expense of herbaceous shrubbery, regenerating 
landscape and snow. This change, identified 
using 78 image pairs, was verified using a case 
study of georectification in the Baldy Pass 
which estimated the increase of conifer forest 
of 20 hectares using a subset of the images. 
Several spatial features of Indigenous burning 
were found on the landscape, indicating that 
Indigenous burning was likely a strong driver 
of historical landscape ecology, especially at 
lower elevation valley bottoms. The techniques 
developed for this research can be used by future 
researchers to look for evidence of Indigenous 
burning in their own image sets. 

Studies like this one can help with the 
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maintaining healthy landscapes and, hopefully, 
influence opinion to be in favour of larger,  
more frequent prescribed burns on the 
landscape. Images are a powerful medium for 
storytelling and understanding landscapes and 
are increasingly important for scientific  
research as well. 

My interest in this research as a graduate 
student arose from my upbringing in the 
mountainous plateau region of northern  
British Columbia. I grew up hiking mountains 
with my family and loved watching these 
landscapes change throughout the year. 
However, I also was aware of the perils facing 
the landscapes I loved so much; throughout my 

reintegration of Indigenous burning through 
prescribed burns by bringing awareness to 
both the benefits of fire and the catastrophic 
consequences of fire  suppression. Using 
images is an effective way to help diverse 
publics see the changes that have occurred 
on the landscape over the last 150 years 
of fire suppression and make connections 
between fire suppression, landscape change, 
and other associated negative consequences. 
Using visualization techniques such as the 
ones employed in this study to show how 
Indigenous burning might have shaped the 
landscape can also help people understand the 
large contribution of Indigenous burning to 

childhood in the early 2000s I watched  
mountain pine beetle move throughout our 
forests. In my early teens, my summers began to 
be dominated by heavy smoke and fire refugees. 
As a young researcher, I am interested in  
how our ecosystems work, how they have been 
historically managed, and what we can do to 
manage them in a way to increase their  
resiliency and biodiversity, especially in the 
face of climate change. This research, which 
focusses around using images as scientific data, is 
especially appealing because of the power  
and universality of images —I want my research 
to be accessible and understood by as many 
people as possible. 

SPRING | SUMMER 2022 13

Buffalo herd on the Grasslands
 PHOTO:  Brian Miller



Northern Rubber Boa 

(Charina bottae)

This short, stout snake species is found 
in the southern interior of BC, often in 

association with rock outcrops, rock piles, 
rock bluffs, or talus slopes. The stout shape 
and blunt tail make it hard to tell the front 
from the back and as a result this species is 
often referred to as the two headed snake. 
As the name suggests, this snake has a 
rubbery appearance due to smooth scales. It 
is currently listed as “Special Concern” status 
by COSEWIC and SARA. Northern rubber boa 
has low reproductive rates and a long lifespan 
(over 30 years in captivity) and has specific 
habitat requirements that make it vulnerable 
to threats from habitat disturbance. 

Great Basin Gopher Snake 
(Pituophis catenifer deserticola)

This non-venomous snake is often mistaken 
for a rattler and, in fact, uses that visual 

similarity to its advantage. By hissing, to mimic 
the sound of a rattle, and shaking its tail, it can 
make a good impression of a rattlesnake and 
scare off potential predators. This snake species 
does not have rattles, but instead has a thin 
tail that tapers to a fine point, a key feature 
in distinguishing them from rattlesnakes. This 
is the largest snake species in BC, reaching up 
to 2.4m in length. This species is under many 
similar pressures as other snakes; threats from 
development, degradation of native grasslands, 
road mortality and human behaviour have 
led to them being classified as threatened by 
the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).

Northern Pacific Rattlesnake 

(Crotalus oreganus)

These iconic desert snakes are found in arid 
regions of Southwestern Canada all the way 

south to Mexico. Northern Pacific Rattlesnakes 
eat small mammals, amphibians, reptiles and 
ground nesting birds using venom to subdue 
their prey. Reaching up to lengths of 1.6m, this 
species has a distinctly triangular head, heat-
sensing pits, vertical pupils and a rattle at the 
end of the blunt tail. Each time a rattlesnake 
sheds its skin, a new segment is added to their 
rattle. Within BC, this species is restricted to a 
small number of mountain valleys where natural 
habitats are being threatened by agricultural 
and developmental pressure. This snake often 
falls victim to human persecution, but through 
education and the use of tools like snake fences 
around residential developments, this pressure 
can be reduced.
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Great Basin Spadefoot 
(Spea intermontana)

In Canada, this vulnerable and unique species 
is found only in BC, mainly occurring in the 

Okanagan, Kettle, Nicola, Thompson, and 
Similkameen Valleys. Within these dry regions, 
these desert-adapted amphibians depend 
on specialized habitats of temporary pools 
of water to breed. The major threat for this 
species is the loss of wetland breeding habitat 
and grassland foraging habitat to urbanization 
and intensive agriculture. Specialized black, 
keratinous structures call ‘spades’ on their 
hind feet allow the spadefoot to dig very 
rapidly. Spadefoots are one of the few desert-
adapted amphibians, surviving drought by 
burying themselves and secreting a protective 
gelatinous coat. Spadefoots can recover from 
extreme desiccation and can lose up to 48% of 
their body weight in water and still survive!

Western Yellow-bellied Racer 
(Coluber constrictor mormon)

These elusive non-venomous snakes live 
in the arid valleys of south-central British 

Columbia. Juveniles feed primarily on insects; 
adult racers also take larger prey such as small 
mammals, reptiles, birds and amphibians. 
These snakes are considered threatened from 
habitat fragmentation and development 
in valley bottoms. As the common name 
suggests, racers of all ages are extremely fast-
moving when fleeing potential predators.

Western Tiger Salamander 
(Ambystoma mavortium)

This endangered species is among the largest 
terrestrial salamanders in North America  

with some individuals reaching over 30 cm in 
length. These tiger salamanders breed in  
fish-free ponds and lakes, like the ones found 
in BC grasslands. Their core range in BC is in the 
Okanagan Valley, where they are under threat 
from development, loss of habitat and even fish 
stocking in breeding ponds.
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with associated 
bluebunch wheatgrass 
(Pseudoroegneria spicata) 
Idaho fescue (Festuca 
idahoensis), provide 
habitat for many rare 
and endangered species 
of plants, animals and 
birds. The complexity of 
habitat needs for these species and the associated grazing of livestock within 
these areas has required BC Range staff and ranchers to work at developing 
strategies to use the forage, while protecting this important habitat.

In the Okanagan there are over 140 blue listed species at risk identified, 
as well as over 30 red-listed species. Most, if not all of these have important 
habitat located in the grasslands, open forests and riparian areas of the 
valley. Due to the development of these lands to residential and intensive 

“Grazing of livestock within the 
Okanagan has required BC Range staff 
and ranchers to work at developing 
strategies to use the forage, while 
protecting this important habitat.”

Range Officer Rob Dinwoodie overlooking 
the South Okanagan

 PHOTO: Keith Dinwoodie

Range and Conservation in 
the Okanagan Valley
 Rob Dinwoodie 
 

T he Okanagan Valley of BC at first glance looks like a replica of parts of 
California with its orchards and vineyards draping the valley between 

lakes that attract tourists from around the globe. Within this semi arid 
climate exists some of the more exotic and endangered species in North 
America. This is because British Columbia is the most northern fringe of 
both climate and habitat for these species of concern.

It is hard to believe that this area was—and still is—a significant ranching 
area, with nutrient rich bunchgrass and temperate climate, making it 
attractive to the beef industry today. Livestock were driven up into BC 
from Oregon and California during the era of the Gold rush. The area  
was well suited for producing livestock and has been an important area  
for beef production ever since. 

The Okanagan and Similkameen Valleys meet at Osoyoos in the south 
Okanagan and because of the climate caused by the presence of lakes 
and mountains, unique plant communities have developed. Greasewood 
(Purshia tridentata) and Vasey’s sage (Artemisia tridentata subspp. Vaseyii) 
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agriculture, the habitat for these species is being impacted in a significant 
way. It has been speculated that the ranching occurring on the land base 
within these areas is protecting the grasslands from development. An 
example of this is the remaining riparian habitat along the Okanagan River 
that occurs on provincial lands. This is important habitat for yellow breasted 
chat, a red-listed song bird that requires rose thickets for both nesting and 
a good portion of its life cycle before migrating south. Livestock graze these 
areas during the spring to reduce the browsing impact to the rose when the 
chat is both nesting and rearing its young. To reduce the livestock movement 
into the oxbows of the River (where the rose thrives), stock tanks have 
been installed with solar pumps to provide an alternative water source for 
livestock, thereby reducing the impact to the rose thickets. The number of 
breeding pairs of chats has increased from a few to over 72 at the last count.

All ranchers know that livestock require water to use range, and this 
has developed into an important method to achieve the protection of 
species habitat. A range area adjacent to the US border is being managed 

Solar powered pump
 PHOTO: Rob Dinwoodie

Solar pumping system at SOWMA to 
protect Yellow Breasted Chat habitat

 PHOTO: Rob Dinwoodie
Range Officer, Rob Dinwoodie

 PHOTO: Keith Dinwoodie

for several species at risk including brewers sparrow, sage thrasher, and 
Lewis’s woodpecker. Habitat for these species are found both in the older 
sagebrush and larger ponderosa pine trees within this site. Livestock can 
impact the habitat by disturbing nesting sites during the spring of the year, 
so a combination of timing of use and increasing distribution of livestock 
is being incorporated into the grazing of this important spring pasture. 
A solar powered pumping system is being used to deliver the water up 
slope and across the pasture to reduce the concentration at a single trough 
that was used historically. This use of water location has increased the 
distribution of livestock and reduced the concentration in important habitat 
used by both species of sage nesting birds.

The result of these measures has been both protection of these species 
and their habitat, and increased weight gain on livestock using this area. 
This is but one example of the use of new technology to provide effective 
measures to ensure that livestock grazing continues in this part of  
British Columbia. 
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Imagining the Past and  
the Future in the Peace 
Grasslands
Nick Hamilton

and Wein 1992). As the prairies retreated south 
(coinciding with the expansion of forests) during a 
period of climate cooling 6000 years ago, several 
isolated grasslands remained the boreal the north, 
including the Peace grasslands (Strong and Hills 
2003) – the long period of isolation being the 
reason for phenotypic divergence of southern 
prairie grasses previously noted. 

The Peace grasslands are found warm aspects 
of the Peace, and some tributaries, especially the 
Beatton – these grasslands are often referred to 
as the “Peace breaks” (Figures 1 and 2). Moss 
(1952) provides the first detailed account of 
species composition. Grass species of steep warm 
aspects include the rhizomatous prairie grasses 
western wheatgrass (Elymus smithii), northern 
wheatgrass (Elymus lanceolatus) (Figures 3 
and 4), and plains reedgrass (Calamagrostis 
montanensis), and the non-rhizomatous Hooker’s 
oatgrass (Helictotrichon hookeri). The abundance 
of native rhizomatous grasses is notable as they 
are mostly absent from cordilleran BC and likely 
can be attributed to evolution with bison as an 
adaptation to grazing. More gently sloping warm 

T he gently undulating croplands of the BC 
Peace are bounded with boreal forests and 

intersected by the steep River Valleys of the 
Peace River and its tributaries. Like much of the 
Great Plains, the former prairies and parkland 
grasslands of the Peace are now predominantly 
cultivated (Wikeem and Wikeem 2004). The 
late 19th and early 20th century records of 
pre-cultivation ecosystems do not provide 
detailed accounts of plant species composition. 
Few remnants uncultivated grasslands remain, 
leaving their true nature at least partly 
unknown. In contrast to the BC grasslands 
found west of the Rockies, the Peace grasslands 
consist of species mainly found on the Great 
Plains. Although as several range program 
staff originally from the prairies can attest, 
the prairie grasses in the Peace have slightly 
different characteristics than in their main 
ranges of southern Alberta and Saskatchewan. 
The Peace grasslands are a northern remnant 
of a historically much larger grassland that 
extended further north than the present and 
was contiguous with the prairies (Schwarz 

aspects and later seral stages often have a 
greater abundance of the needlegrass, including 
green needlegrass (Nasella viridula; Figure 5), 
porcupine grass (Hesperostipa curtiseta; Figure 
6) and Achnatherum spp, as well as a high 
diversity of upland sedges. Stunted aspen and 
thickets of rose, snowberry, saskatoon, and silver 
willow (Elaegnus commutata) occur in swales. 

A second grassland type occurred on the Peace 
plateau but are now completely in cultivation – 
herein call the Plateau grasslands (Figure 7, p. 21). 
The naturalist explorer George Dawson in 1879 
said of the Pouce Coupe prairie; “open region, 
with considerable areas of scattered aspen groves 
and grassy flats” and “chiefly prairie with coppice 
of willow and alder bushes… the grass in some 
places high as the horses’ bellies… with summer 
flowers Castilleja, Aster, Solidago”. Dawson also 
noted extensive signs of prescribed burning and 
encountered the Indigenous Dane-zaa (Beaver) 
Indigenous people. The land surveyor Ogilvie 
in 1891 recognized the difference between 
grasslands of the plateau and the breaks, noting 
“the grass was long and meadow-like, but as 
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Mackenzie reported vast herds of Bison in the 
Peace in 1793). However, soil limiting factors 
should also be considered as contributing to the 
phenomenon of remnant plateau grasslands in 
the north. The soil survey of the Peace (Farstad el 
al. 1965) describes the soils of the peace plateau 
grasslands as having “black solod” soils. Solodic 
soils have characteristics of chernozemic and 
solonotic (salt affected) orders, having an organic 
matter enriched Ah (topsoil) horizon overlaying a 
layer of hard prismatic clay. For more information, 
refer to Solodization (Miller and Brierly et al. 2010), 
and Solonetzic Chernozem sub-group and Solod 
great group (Soil Classification Working Group 
1998). Growth of trees is limited in solod soils as 
the hard clay layer acts to restrict tree roots, while 
the reduced infiltration of water is associated with 
saturation in spring and drought in summer and 
fall (Farstad et al. 1965). The surveyor Macoun 
(1904) predicts that “wet cold subsoil” will create 
problems for growing crops; later, the limiting 
factor was effectively removed by ploughing to 
break up the prismatic clay layer and ditching to 
remove excess water. Therefore, a combination 

of root restriction and conditions both too wet 
and too dry, as well as prescribed burning and 
browsing by bison likely all contributed to long-
term persistence of grasslands. 

Here I will reconstruct an interpretation of 
the ecology of the BC Peace Plateau grasslands. 
A probable leading species is zonal sites is 
Nasella viridula, which grows on cooler aspects 
of the Peace breaks and is a tall (up to 110 cm; 
Douglas et al.) – and is a common species in 
prairie remnants in nearby Spirit River Prairie 
of Alberta (Wilkinson and Johnson 1983). Due 
to closeness to montane and alpine areas of 
the Rocky Mountain foothills, Altai fescue 
(Festuca altaica) may have been present. 
Considering the seasonally wet and slightly 
saline conditions, I expect that tufted hairgrass 
(Deschampsia caespitosa) and slimstem reedgrass 
(Calamagrostis stricta) were important in 
depressions. More xeric sites such as ridges 
or warm aspects probably had similar species 
composition to the Peace breaks as described 
by Moss (1952). Sedges were likely common 
everywhere, with upland sedges on water 

we approached the Peace River it became more 
like the true prairie grass”. A later geological 
survey by Macoun (1904) reported that the 
plateau grasslands were rich in legumes including 
Hedysarum, Lathyrus, and Vicia (sweet-vetch, 
peavine, and vetch). Unfortunately, I did not find 
an early survey that reported grass species. Taking 
the historical information into account, there is 
good evidence for a BC aspen parkland ecosystem 
on the Peace plateau, which were different than 
the grasslands of the breaks. 

Understanding the past ecology of the 
grasslands is important for predicting species 
composition of the plateau areas. At the Peace 
breaks, edaphic microclimates along with 
occasional fire and browsing disturbances 
maintain open conditions that allow prairie 
grasses to persist. On the plateau areas, there are 
not strong edaphic factors, and there is a sub-
arctic climate normally associated with boreal 
forests. A cursory investigation may determine 
that the plateau grasslands were merely an early 
seral stage of boreal forests, with burning and 
browsing being the driving factors (Alexander 
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shedding and riparian sedges on water receiving 
sites, respectively. Early accounts suggest the 
plateau grasslands as having a high abundance 
of tall forbs – the clasping tendrils of Lathyrus 
and Vicia are an adaptation to compete in 
taller vegetation as climbers. Last, the presence 
of willow coppices is included prominently in 
all historical accounts. Many willow species 
are well-adapted to a seasonal cycle of soil 
saturation followed by water draw-down. The 
high abundance of willow and other shrubs 
(Saskatoons, alders and others) alludes to the 
importance of the apparently frequent and 
widespread practice of prescribed burning. 
Some productive grassland ecosystems become 
completely shrub dominated in the absence of 
frequent disturbance (Ratajczac et al. 2011). 
In this respect, the Peace plateau grasslands 
has similarities to tallgrass prairie, being highly 
productive and forb rich, and progressing to a 
continuous shrubby thicket with the absence of 
frequent burning and browsing (Collins 1987). 

The geographically isolated patches of 
grasslands of the boreal northwest provide 
ecological and cultural connections to the past 
that can be carried into the future. The ecological 
memory contained in the peace grasslands 

include information on evolutionary relationships, 
cultural practices, and the past states that existed 
across the Northwestern parts of the Great Plains. 
Current-era climate change is associated with 
increasing frequency and severity of wildfire and 
other disturbances, which is expected to cause a 
vast expansion of aspen parkland and grasslands 
in the boreal northwest of Canada (Stralberg et al. 
2018; Baltzer et al. 2021). Therefore, geographic 
expansion of the species associated with the Peace 
grasslands is a potential future scenario. However, 
the GCC supported mapping of BC Grasslands 
found 15,000 ha of grasslands on the Peace breaks, 
and perhaps half of this area is relatively intact 
(not affected by development) and non-forested. 
Furthermore, industrial development is occurring 
at a rapid pace, with each new disturbance 
removing grassland species often followed by seed 
application of persistent and invasive non-native 
grasses and legumes. Understood through the 
concept of propagule pressure – predicting that 
future species composition will be influenced by 
the current availability of plant propagules – future 
conditions containing substantial components of 
native grasses and forbs are becoming less likely. 
Action is needed to ensure that the remnants of 
a historically larger grassland can influence the 

expansion of grasslands in an era of climate 
change. I suggest that the following steps 
should be taken to secure the future of the 
Peace grasslands: 1. Government and industry 
should take immediate steps to reduce the use 
of persistent non-native agronomic grasses and 
legumes (to be replaced with less persistent 
species); 2. Local ecotypes of native grasses 
should be collected and propagated to be 
applied on disturbances and in appropriate 
situations to expand the geographic range of 
the species; and 3. Some representative areas 
of intact native grasslands should be protected 
from industrial and other disturbances. Last, 
there may be an economically defensible case 
to restore plateau grasslands for the purpose of 
flood mitigation near Dawson Creek. Areas with 
tall native grasses, an organic matter-enriched 
soil and litter cover contribute to the reduction 
of overland flows and slow the release of water 
after snowmelt and thunderstorm. Therefore, 
a scientific foundation and policy options for 
restoration of plateau grasslands should be 
made a priority. The Peace grasslands will never 
be the same as in the past, but with careful 
management we can ensure a native grassland 
legacy will continue. 
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Figure 7, Peace Region Grasslands
PHOTO: Nick Hamilton
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Grasslands: Durable,  
Resilient, and Connected 
Don Gayton, M.Sc, P.Ag (ret)

Don Gayton and Ponderosa Pine
PHOTO: Sophia Jackson

D urable. Many thoughts come to me as I walk the grasslands, but one 
notion stands out: durability. These native grasses have been through a 

lot, going right back to the Ice Age. Durability is the instinct for survival, but 
behind durability is another, more important trait: resilience. The ability to 
respond successfully to unexpected changes, be they negative or positive.

My walks have been on bluebunch grasslands of our southern Interior, and 
those of eastern Washington and Oregon. I have ambled through the fescue 
grasslands of northeastern BC, the mixed prairie grasslands of Saskatchewan 
and Alberta, the annual grasslands of California, and further afield to the 
subtropical llanos of Colombia. In each case I see resilience in the face of 
changing circumstances.

Theoretical ecologists and field ecologists normally operate in two 
separate universes, with little correspondence in between. However, with 
the increasing momentum of climate change and weather extremes, we 
field ecologists and grassland managers need all the help we can get. Hence, 
a brief dive into various theoretical definitions and concepts of ecological 
resilience, taken from the literature:

• The ability to return to a stable state after a disturbance.
• The ability of an ecosystem to maintain its normal patterns of 

nutrient cycling and biomass production after being subjected to 
damage caused by a disturbance.

• The capacity of a system to undergo disturbance and reorganize 
so as to still maintain essentially the same functions, structures, 
and controls by not moving in a different region of the state space 
controlled by a diverse set of mutually reinforcing processes.

• A measure of the change needed to alter an ecosystem from one set 
of processes and structures to a different set.

• The amount of disturbance that a system can withstand before it 
shifts into a new regime or alternate stable state.

The direct disturbances that beset our native grasslands are soil disturbance, 
overgrazing, extreme fire events and insect attacks. Grasslands are disturbed 
indirectly by land conversion, leading to reduced genetic diversity and 

Distribution maps of three typical Great Basin species. Note how in each case the 
geographical distribution of each species is broad to the south but narrows  
dramatically as it crosses the Border into the Okanagan-Similkameen.

Wyoming big sagebrush Great basin spadefoot Nuttalls cottontail



SPRING | SUMMER 2022 23

Monarch Butterfly, Purple Aster 
 PHOTO: James Wheeler

Burrowing Owl
PHOTO: Ray Hennessey

From my perspective, one particular connectivity type stands out: south to 
north. The low elevation grasslands and wetlands of the South Okanagan-
Similkameen are chock full of endangered species, from monarch butterflies 
to tiger salamanders to showy phlox to badgers to burrowing owls. Many 
of these species are fairly common to the south of us. They are creatures 
of the Great Basin Biome. The South Okanagan-Similkameen is at the 
very northern tip of this vast Biome, which extends down through Eastern 
Washington, Oregon and down into Utah and Nevada. We need to maintain 
our grasslands and wetlands in healthy, resilient condition, so as the climate 
warms, the newly-adapted native species can move northward.

Dr. Lael Parrott of UBC Okanagan has modelled existing and potential 
wildlife movement corridors in the Okanagan-Similkameen. Given the 
complexity of the landscape, the amount of suburban development, the 
multiple economic sectors and governance jurisdictions, she defines the 
creation of connectivity corridors as a classic “wicked problem.”

As the climate warms, the climatic niches these Great Basin native species 
can potentially occupy are moving northward, into Canada. At the risk of 
sounding xenophobic, I think we would much prefer these new natives than 
new foreign invasives. To do this we need to be sure that we have adequate 
south-to-north grassland corridors, populated by healthy, resilient ecosystems. 

Dr. Richard Hebda, a pioneering British Columbia climate scientist, put 
it this way: “Degraded ecosystems are not resilient. W e can mitigate the 
impacts of future climate change by managing our current ecosystems so 
they are in the best possible condition.”

We grassland folks need to stay durable and resilient to both meet 
Hebda’s challenge head on and tackle Parrott’s wicked problem.

reproductive opportunities for the remaining grasslands. Grasslands are 
disturbed over time by climate change and weather events. A very common 
outcome of grassland disturbance is weed invasion. Disturbed soil and 
weakened native plant communities provide open niches, surplus nutrients 
and additional soil moisture that allows invasives to germinate, establish, 
and reproduce. Many invasives are not palatable to grazing animals, giving 
foreign plants an additional advantage. 

A corollary to resilience is connectivity: the provision of corridors for native 
plants and animals to move from one habitat to another. We tend to think 
of connectivity as a strip of land connecting two adjacent parcels, but the 
notion is much broader than that. Connectivity also needs to be maintained 
(or recreated) from wetland to dryland, low elevation to high elevation, 
through valleys as well as across valleys, and so on.

Dr. Lael Parrott’s analysis of wildlife 
movement corridors in the Okanagan-
Similkameen. 

Large patches of natural vegetation are 
shown in dark green; dark brown lines are 
key wildlife corridors.

Source: https://complexity.ok.ubc.
ca/2014/12/01/corridors-connecting-
habitats-in-the-okanagan-valley/



Annual Report 2021
Bob Haywood-Farmer, Chair
Grasslands Conservation Council of BC

The Laurie Guichon Memorial Grasslands 
Interpretive Site (LGMGIS) was host to several 
events this year including educational field 
sessions for students during Forestry Week, a 
weed pull at the Marquart Lake recreation site 
with Merritt Nature Kids as part of the Thompson-
Nicola Invasive Plant Management Committee 
weed pull challenge, and a seed collection 
workshop held with the Kamloops Naturalist Club.

Kristi Gordon was contracted by GCC to  
provide outreach to a variety of audiences and 
support the board in reaching a broad audience 
through outdoor events, webinars and materials 
such as those provided for the PNE. Over 500 
people were reached with the outdoor events 
held in the Thompson, Nicola, Cariboo and 
Okanagan regions. 

GCC hosted a Learning over Lunch Webinar 
series this fall on a variety of grassland topics 
that nearly 400 people attended. The Winter 
Webinar Series Grasslands of BC highlighted four 
grassland areas with 120 people joining in.

In the early spring of 2022, the Walking on  
Two Legs video narrated by Director Sunny 
LeBourdais, and Carbon 101 developed by 
Thompson Rivers University professors Dr. Wendy 
Gardner and Dr. Tom Pypker, were completed. 
Work on the Oak Meadow video began in 2021 
with filming to be completed in June 2022.

GCC began work to update the website to  
bring more information in a streamlined way 
to connect with members and the public. The 
addition of Eventbrite for event registration  
also helped with facilitating events and  

Governance and Capacity
GCC hired Karen Raven in May 2021 to build 

and expand on our work, priorities and funding. 
Two Directors, Dr. Nancy Shackleford and Michael 
Keefer, from the Coastal and Kootenay Regions 
respectively, were asked to join the Board and have 
provided great insight and professional expertise. 

One of the key governance initiatives 
undertaken was the 2022-2026 Strategic Action 
Plan begun through a facilitated workshop with 
the Board in September 2021. This session was 
followed by a member and public survey on 
the Vision, Mission and Strategic areas which 
was incorporated into the Action Plan with 
additional input from the Action Plan Committee. 
This work was to refine and revise our vision 
mission strategic areas and outcomes to reflect 
the changing environment and to ensure GCC is 
poised to meet the challenges and opportunities 
of the next five years to ensure British Columbia’s 
grassland ecosystems are healthy, interconnected, 
and supporting rich biodiversity that is valued by 
current and future generations. 

Education and Outreach
Through the support of our members and the 

Community Gaming Grant, GCC launched an 
outreach program in 2021 to bring awareness 
to the importance and value of grasslands and 
their stewardship. Additionally, BC Cattlemen’s 
Association (BCCA) invited GCC to participate 
in their booth at the PNE and new posters and 
banners were developed to support this event  
and others. 

reporting to our granting partners. This work  
will continue in 2022.

Through the efforts of Director Heather 
Richardson, the GCC e-news and our social media 
platforms continued to see consistent  
and increased engagement with a variety of 
successful campaigns. The statistics for the 
outreach through social media are as follows:  
738 e-news subscribers: 1112 Facebook followers;  
1093 Instagram followers; the Nk’mip 
conservation video had 281 combined views on 
Instagram and Facebook; the recreation video 
had combined views of 2094 on Instagram, 
Facebook and YouTube with 872 additional views 
as @mountainbikwbc posted it on Instagram.  
The ecological significance of grasslands had  
1689 views across our social media. 

The GCC magazine enjoyed expanded 
readership through a partnership with BC 
Cattlemen’s Association and their Beef in BC 
Magazine with funding from the Community 
Gaming Grant which enabled 1200 additional 
copies to go out to the BC Cattlemen’s 
Association membership who steward so much 
of BC’s grasslands.

Stewardship and Protection
GCC was successful in their application to 

Environment and Climate Change Canada 
Priority Places for funding for invasive species 
management and restoration in the Lac du Bois 
Grasslands to support the Friends of Lac du Bois 
stewardship efforts. $30,000 over two years was 
committed to GCC for this work and the initial 
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invasive species on grasslands and opportunities 
to work together to achieve mutually beneficially 
outcomes were discussed.

Cattle in the grasslands
PHOTO: Kanenori

$5000 supported GCC time and planning for  
the successful facilitated workshop in February 
with the Friends of Lac du Bois members to 
determine priority areas and species setting the 
stage for the April workshop and 2022 field 
implementation.

GCC submitted a successful proposal to the 
Habitat Conservation Trust Fund for a $5000 
Stewardship Seed grant to support the writing of 
a grant for further stewardship and restoration 
on the Lac Du Bois Grasslands.

To further pursue work to address invasive 
species at the Laurie Guichon Memorial Grasslands 
Interpretive Site and provide a demonstration 
site of various treatment options, GCC submitted 
a Letter of Inquiry to the McLean Foundation 
with support of Nicola Community Watershed 
Round Table, Thompson Nicola Invasive Plant 
Management Committee and Rachel Whitehouse 
of Forests, Lands, Resource Operations and Rural 
Development. The Letter of Inquiry led to the 
request for a formal proposal submission by GCC 
with the response pending in June 2022.

Science and Research
UBC Okanagan uses GCC data for the Lac du Bois 

Grasslands as part of a pilot project and student 
research testing machine, learning to accurately 
model and map grasslands. Based on the initial 
results, there is potential for a larger project to 
further test this approach in regions throughout 
BC with the development of standardized field 
data inputs and testing of grassland data to 
support the consistent and accurate mapping 
of BC grasslands. Key leads included Assistant 
Professor Mathieu Bourbonnais of UBCO and 
Conservation Planner Kathleen Moore of 
Environment and Climate Change Canada.

Policy
GCC met with Parliamentary Secretary Greene 

and staff of the Ministry of Environment and 
Climate Change Strategy to share the work and 
mandate of the GCC and to bring forward the 
importance of grasslands for carbon sequestration, 
wildlife habitat and the many values provided 
to humans. Concerns regarding the impacts of 
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Northern Harrier Owl in the Quilchena 
grasslands, north of Merritt 
PHOTO: Pete Nuij



The Grasslands Conservation Council relies on a strong and diverse membership to ensure it can  
uphold its mission of keeping the grasslands of BC intact and healthy.  

We encourage you to keep your membership with our organization up-to-date. 
We also accept memberships and donations through Canada Helps (www.canadahelps.org/en/)

MEMBERSHIP: o 1 year individual membership - $35     o 1 year corporate membership - $250

NAME: _________________________________________________________________

ADDRESS:  _________________________________________________________________

PHONE: ___________________________   EMAIL:  ___________________________                         

DONATE:  I would like to make a donation of:  $  ________________
   
TOTAL:  (Membership + Donation)  $  ________________

All donations over $25/yr will receive a tax receipt. The $35 annual membership fee to the Grasslands 
Conservation Council of BC is not tax deductible.
 
Payment: Cheque or money order - payable to Grasslands Conservation Council of BC
Mail to: P.O. Box 3341, Kamloops, BC V2C 6B9

HELP US PROTECT THE GRASSLANDS OF BC
BECOME A MEMBER OF THE GCC 

~ Donate Today ~

Print and mail or apply online: 

bcgrasslands.org/membership

The GCC is a registered charity in Canada 
(Charitable Registration Number: 

870042777RR0001). 

Garnet Valley Ranch, Summerland, BC
PHOTO: Toni Boot

Signature (REQUIRED): 

_________________________________________  

Date: ____________________________

We value our members and supporters, and  
are committed to rewarding your support  
with increased member services. 

o Please add me to the email notification list     

o Please remove me from the email 
notification list



Help keep BC’s

for you

 for your children

  for your grandchildren

GRASSLANDS Forever
Consider a gift to the Grasslands Conservation Council as 
part of your annual giving. We are the only not-for-profit 
Society in BC that is dedicated to the conservation of BC’s grasslands. 
100% of our resources go to projects that work towards sustaining 
our precious grasslands.

Your contribution to GCC will help continue needed outreach, stewardship and research activities. 
Together we can ensure that the diverse grasslands of BC and the biodiversity they support are 
here for future generations. Learn more about GCC and our projects at: www.bcgrasslands.org
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gcc@bcgrasslands.org 
www.bcgrasslands.org
P.O. Box 3341, Kamloops, BC V2C 6B9

Bumble Bee and Common Camas
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Mariposa Lily
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